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T e a c h i n g  a s  D i a l o g u e  
b y  C a t h e r i n e  E .  F r e r i c h s  
+  
I n  1 9 6 8 ,  I  h a d  a  m a s t e r ' s  d e g r e e ,  a n d  I  w a n t e d  t o  s e e  w h e t h e r  I  
c o u l d  t e a c h .  I  a c c e p t e d  t h e  f i r s t  j o b  o f f e r e d  t o  m e  - t e a c h i n g  
E n g l i s h  a t  G l e n  O a k s  C o m m u n i t y  C o l l e g e ,  i n  r u r a l  s o u t h w e s t e r n  
M i c h i g a n .  I  l o v e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  h a d  s t e e p e d  m y s e l f  i n  i t ,  a n d  w a n t e d  m y  
s t u d e n t s  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  s a m e  p l e a s u r e s  o f  r e a d i n g  a n d  l o v i n g  a  
s u b j e c t .  
T h e r e  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  l i t t l e  c a l l  f o r  E n g l i s h  R e n a i s s a n c e  d r a m a  a t  
G l e n  O a k s .  I n s t e a d ,  I  w a s  t e a c h i n g  m a i n l y  w r i t i n g  c o u r s e s ,  f o r  w h i c h  
a t  t h a t  t i m e  I  h a d  h a d  n o  p r e p a r a t i o n .  M y  t e a c h i n g  w a s  d i s t i n c t l y  
o n e - w a y :  I  w a s  t h e  p e r s o n  w i t h  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  
i n  c l a s s .  I  c a r e d  a b o u t  w h a t  s t u d e n t s  s a i d  b u t  c a r e d  m o r e  a b o u t  m y  
a b i l i t y  t o  f i t  t h e i r  c o m m e n t s  i n t o  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  w i t h  
w h i c h  I  h a d  c o m e  t o  c l a s s .  W h e n  i t  c a m e  t o  w r i t i n g  
a s s i g n m e n t s ,  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  j o b  w a s  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  w h a t  
w a s  i n s i d e  m y  h e a d ,  j u s t  a s  I  h a d  h a d  t o  d o  f o r  m y  
p r o f e s s o r s .  
B e f o r e  l o n g ,  I  s e n s e d  t h a t  I  w a s  w o r k i n g  a t  c r o s s  
p u r p o s e s  w i t h  m y s e l f .  I n  s p i t e  o f  m y  i n a d e q u a t e  
p r e p a r a t i o n ,  I  k n e w  I  h a d  m u c h  t o  o f f e r  m y  s t u d e n t s ,  
a n d  a  p a r t  o f  m e  w a n t e d  t h e m  t o  h a v e  i t  - a s  l o n g  a s  
i t  w a s  o n  m y  t e r m s .  P a u l o  F r e i r e ' s  P e d a g o g y  o f  t h e  
C a t h e r i n e  E .  F r e r i c h s ,  
D i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  F a c -
u l t y  T e a c h i n g  a n d  
L e a r n i n g  C e n t e r  a n d  
P r o f e s s o r  o f  E n g l i s h ,  
i s  n e w  t o  G r a n d  
V a l l e y .  S h e  h a s  s p e n t  
m o s t  o f  h e r  c a r e e r  
t e a c h i n g  a n d  d o i n g  
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  w o r k  
a t  A l b i o n  C o l l e g e .  
O p p r e s s e d  w a s  n o t  y e t  a v a i l a b l e  i n  E n g l i s h ,  b u t  i f  I  h a d  k n o w n  a b o u t  
h i s  i d e a s ,  I  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  a b l e  t o  s e e  t h a t  I  w a s  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  
e d u c a t i o n  a s  " b a n k i n g , "  F r e i r e ' s  m e t a p h o r  f o r  t e a c h i n g  t h a t  i s  a n  a c t  
o f  " d e p o s i t i n g "  i n f o r m a t i o n  i n t o  s t u d e n t s  w h o  a r e  o n l y  t o  r e c e i v e  i t  
a n d  h a v e  n o  s a y  i n  w h a t  o r  h o w  s o m e t h i n g  i s  t a u g h t .  F u n d a m e n t a l l y ,  
I  w a s  r e s i s t i n g  d i a l o g u e ,  n o t  e n c o u r a g i n g  i t .  
T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  7 0 s ,  I  w a s  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  m a n y  o f  t h e  t h i n k e r s  
w h o ,  i n  o n e  w a y  o r  a n o t h e r ,  a t t a c k e d  t e a c h i n g  a s  b a n k i n g  a n d  t h e  
i n s i d i o u s n e s s  o f  h e i r a r c h i c a l  s t u d e n t / t e a c h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  B e s i d e s  
F r e i r e ,  I  r e a d  p e o p l e  l i k e  P e t e r  E l b o w ,  J e r r y  F a r b e r ,  J o h n  H o l t ,  K e n  
M a c r o r i e ,  a n d  N e i l  P o s t m a n  ( n e v e r  o n c e  w o n d e r i n g  w h y  I  w a s n ' t  
r e a d i n g  a n y  b o o k s  b y  w o m e n ) .  W r i t i n g  t e a c h e r s  w e r e  s o m e  o f  t h e  
l e a d e r s  i n  t h i s  m o v e m e n t ,  p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  t e a c h i n g  w r i t i n g  c a n  b e  s o  
24 Catherine E. Frerichs 
personal. Usually, teachers of writing want to help students develop 
their own voices as writers. That process means, among other things, 
cultivating a more equal relationship with students so that students 
will feel more free to express themselves. At the minimum, a teacher 
who wants anything more than dead academic prose from her stu-
dents learns pretty quickly that she has to pay attention to who is 
writing, why, and for whom. 
If someone had asked me during the 70s what part of teaching 
meant the most to me, I would have said the process of figuring out 
with students what they want to say in an essay and how best to 
accomplish that aim. This process of dialogue remains a central part 
of teaching for me. 
By the late 70s, I was becoming a feminist and thus adding anoth-
er dimension to the way I saw myself as a teacher. I had gone back to 
graduate school and was now teaching at Albion College. The 
English Department needed someone to teach Women and 
Literature, and, as one of two women in the department ( qualifica-
tion enough, no?), I offered to do it. The writers I was teaching -
Adrienne Rich and Virginia Woolf, in particular - brought me 
around. My friends and I tried our hands at feminist criticism and 
worked on articulating what a feminist pedagogy might look like, 
coming up with answers quite similar to the radicals of the 60s and 
early 70s. We associated the customary hierarchy in student/teacher 
relationships with patriarchy, stifling in particular women's voices in 
the classroom. We (with others) wondered whether there were 
women's ways of thinking and writing. 
My sense that I had my own distinctive philosophy and style as a 
teacher, not necessarily bound to a particular -ism, did not emerge 
until the mid-80s when my research interests changed as my teach-
ing interests evolved. I had become increasingly dissatisfied with 
"conventional" argument as the centerpiece in my upper-level expos-
itory writing classes, argument in which the goal was to win, prefer-
ably in ethical ways. At about that time, I happened to read Roger 
Fisher and William Dry's Getting To Yes, an introduction to negotia-
tion, whether practiced in the family, an organization, or between 
nations. When my husband and I used the method Fisher and Ury 
describe to resolve a major disagreement over our son, I began to 
take negotiation seriously. Could it, I wondered, be modified for 
conflicts responded to in written rather than oral form, as was usually 
the case in negotiation? Yes, if there were ways to make the 
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w r i t e r / r e a d e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  m o r e  l i k e  a  d i a l o g u e  t h a n  a  o n e - s i d e d  d i s -
c u s s i O n .  
G r e a t e r  e q u a l i t y  i n  t h e  w r i t e r / r e a d e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  p a r a l l e l e d  a  
t e a c h i n g  p a s s i o n  o f  m i n e  e v e r  s i n c e  I  h a d  g o t t e n  p a s t  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  
i t  w a s  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  j o b  t o  r e a d  m y  m i n d .  S t u d e n t s  h a d  t h e  p r i m e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  o w n  e d u c a t i o n ;  I  w a s  t h e r e  t o  g u i d e  a n d  h e l p  
t h e m ,  b u t  r e a l  l e a r n i n g  w o u l d  n o t  h a p p e n  u n l e s s  t h e y  w e r e  a c t i v e  
p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  e v e n  l e a d e r s .  Y e t  t o o  o f t e n ,  c l a s s  d i s c u s s i o n s  w e r e  n o t  
t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  m y  f i r s t  a t t e m p t s  o u t  o f  g r a d u a t e  s c h o o l .  I n  m y  
l i t e r a t u r e  c l a s s e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y ,  t h e r e  w a s  n o  c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  I  
f e l t  I  h a d  i n  e n a b l i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  d e v e l o p  a s  w r i t e r s .  
A  s i m p l e ,  n o t  e v e n  o r i g i n a l ,  t e c h n i q u e  c h a n g e d  m y  s e n s e  o f  w h a t  
w a s  p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  c l a s s r o o m .  I  d e s c r i b e  i t  a t  l e n g t h  h e r e  b e c a u s e  
b e i n g  a  p a r t  o f  i t  h a s  p r o v i d e d  m e  w i t h  s o m e  o f  m y  g r e a t e s t  s a t i s f a c -
t i o n  i n  t e a c h i n g .  I  s t a r t e d  r e q u i r i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  l e a d  d i s c u s s i o n s .  
M t e r  s e v e r a l  s e m e s t e r s  o f  e x p e r i m e n t i n g ,  I  c a m e  u p  w i t h  a n  a p p r o a c h  
t h a t  h a s  w o r k e d  m o s t  o f  t h e  t i m e ,  w h e t h e r  f o r  f i r s t - s e m e s t e r  f r e s h -
m e n  o r  g r a d u a t i n g  s e n i o r s .  D e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  c o u r s e ,  s t u d e n t s  i n  
g r o u p s  o f  t w o  o r  t h r e e  l e a d  d i s c u s s i o n s  f o r  a b o u t  o n e - t h i r d  o f  t h e  
c l a s s  p e r i o d s  o v e r  t h e  s e m e s t e r .  
S t u d e n t s  c a n  s t r u c t u r e  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n s  a s  t h e y  w i s h ;  t h e y  m e e t  w i t h  
m e  a h e a d  o f  t i m e  t o  d i s c u s s  w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  t o  d o ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  
q u e s t i o n s  t h e y  w i l l  g i v e  t h e  o t h e r  s t u d e n t s  t h e  c l a s s  p e r i o d  b e f o r e  t h e  
d i s c u s s i o n .  I  s u g g e s t  r e s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l s  t h e y  m i g h t  c o n s u l t  i n  p r e p a r -
i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  f o r  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n .  I f  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h e y  n e e d  h e l p  d u r i n g  
t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  i t s e l f ,  I  j u m p  i n ,  b u t  m o s t  o f  t h e  t i m e  I  a m  s i l e n t  o r  
p a r t i c i p a t e  a s  o t h e r  s t u d e n t s  d o .  B y  t h e  n e x t  c l a s s  p e r i o d ,  t h e  d i s c u s -
s i o n  l e a d e r s  r e c e i v e  f r o m  m e  a  w r i t t e n  e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  a  g r a d e  f o r  
t h e i r  w o r k ,  f o l l o w i n g  c r i t e r i a  s p e c i f i e d  a h e a d  o f  t i m e .  W e  a l s o  t a l k  a s  
a  c l a s s  a b o u t  h o w  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  w e n t .  
W h a t  c a n  h a p p e n  d u r i n g  t h e s e  d i s c u s s i o n s  s o m e t i m e s  s e e m s  m a g i -
c a l .  S t u d e n t s  w h o  b e g i n  b y  l o o k i n g  a t  m e  w h e n  t h e y  t a l k  s t a r t  t o  
l o o k  a t  a n d  t a l k  t o  e a c h  o t h e r .  T h e y  l i s t e n  a n d  a s k  q u e s t i o n s ,  w a n t i n g  
t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n  i s  s a y i n g .  T h e y  d i s a g r e e .  T h e y  
o f t e n  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  I  h a d  n o t  t h o u g h t  o f ,  o n e  
w h i c h ,  m o r e  o f t e n  t h a n  n o t ,  i s  d e f e n s i b l e .  B e c a u s e  I  a m  n o  l o n g e r  
t h e  c e n t e r  o f  a t t e n t i o n ,  I  c a n  l i s t e n  m o r e  c a r e f u l l y .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  I  h a v e  
b e c o m e  m o r e  r e s p e c t f u l  o f  w h a t  s t u d e n t s  s a y  w h e n  I ' m  l e a d i n g  a  d i s -
c u s s i o n .  T h e s e  s t u d e n t - l e d  d i s c u s s i o n s  a t  t h e i r  b e s t  a r e  m o s t  n o t e -
w o r t h y  f o r  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  s p a c i o u s n e s s :  t h e y  c r e a t e  
26 Catherine E. Frerichs 
something that is larger and more valuable than anything any one of 
us has brought into the classroom. The students who lead the discus-
sions benefit the most. They see what they have done together with 
the other students, and sometimes they can hardly contain them-
selves. Who is teaching and who is learning becomes irrelevant. 
One of the more vivid examples of this spirit of dialogue at work 
occurred in a women's studies class. Three students, all juniors -
Chad, Gregg, and Stephanie- were leading a discussion on a selec-
tion from Letty Cottin Pogrebin's Growing Up Free. The reading 
dealt with our assumption that gender roles determine sexuality and 
our fear that if children don't grow up with a clear idea of their gen-
der roles, they will become homosexuals. Chad and Gregg were 
good friends, but neither of them knew Stephanie before the class 
began. The discussion was going along well: the three leaders had 
good questions, to which the other students responded well; the 
leaders had also done some outside reading so they could bring in 
additional perspectives. I was congratulating myself on the open-
minded class I had when Stephanie said abruptly she believed homo-
sexuality was an "abomination." It was a choice, and the way to 
change someone's mind about having made this choice was through 
spirituality. If she had a gay or lesbian child, she would love that 
child but also make clear that homosexuality was wrong and could 
be cured. 
Hands, including mine, shot up all over the classroom. Gregg and 
Chad immediately took on the role of moderators, refraining from 
entering the debate themselves, even though I knew they both had 
strong opinions on the topic. Wisely, too, they did not call on me 
but allowed other students to establish the parameters of the discus-
sion. Almost all the students disagreed with Stephanie but did so in a 
way that made clear they respected her right to her opinion. One 
student differentiated between Stephanie's right to her own views 
and his concern for the harm she might do to any homosexual chil-
dren she might have. Toward the end, Gregg pointed out that peo-
ple were working with differing assumptions about homosexuality -
that either one was born with it or chose it - and that the assump-
tion one began with would affect other aspects of one's views on the 
issue. I didn't say a word - I didn't need to - until the end of the 
hour when I thanked everyone, pointing out that they had shown it 
really was possible to have a sustained discussion on a controversial 
topic in such a way that we remained a group. If anything, it may be 
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t h a t  t h a t  d a y  w e  b e c a m e  a  g r o u p ,  o u r  o w n  s m a l l  c o m m u n i t y .  
I  h a v e  i n t e n d e d  t h i s  e s s a y  a s  a  p e r s o n a l  s t a t e m e n t  o f  w h a t  h a s  
c o m e  t o  m a t t e r  t o  m e  i n  a  t e a c h i n g  c a r e e r  t h a t  b e g a n  a l m o s t  t h i r t y  
y e a r s  a g o .  T h e s e  i d e a s  a n d  v a l u e s  t h e m s e l v e s  e v o l v e d  a s  a  d i a l o g u e .  I  
f e e l  f o r t u n a t e  t o  h a v e  b e e n  a b l e  t o  t e a c h  c o u r s e s ,  u s u a l l y  s m a l l  o n e s ,  
i n  w r i t i n g ,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s ,  a n d  w o m e n ' s  s t u d i e s .  T h e s e  
c o u r s e s  e n c o u r a g e d  a l l  o f  u s  t o  e x p l o r e  i d e a s .  
H e r e  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ,  I  a p p r o a c h  t h e  d i r e c t i n g  o f  t h e  F a c u l t y  
T e a c h i n g  a n d  L e a r n i n g  C e n t e r  i n  t h e  s a m e  s p i r i t  o f  d i a l o g u e  t h a t  I  
c o n t i n u e  t o  s e e k  i n  m y  t e a c h i n g .  I  a m  f a r  m o r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  h e l p i n g  
o t h e r  p r o f e s s o r s  i d e n t i f Y  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  t o  d o  i n  a  
c l a s s  t o  e n a b l e  s t u d e n t s  t o  l e a r n  t h a n  I  a m  i n  a d v a n c i n g  m y  o w n  
t e a c h i n g  a g e n d a .  I f  I  a m  o b s e r v i n g  a n  e n g i n e e r i n g  p r o f e s s o r  t e a c h ,  
o r  e v e n  s o m e o n e  e l s e  i n  E n g l i s h ,  I  a m  c o m m i t t e d  a b o v e  a l l  t o  u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g  t h e i r  g o a l s  a n d  h o w  t h e y  w a n t  t o  a c h i e v e  t h e m .  M y  o w n  
d e e p e s t  m e a s u r e  o f  s u c c e s s  i n  m y  p o s i t i o n  h e r e  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  w i l l  
b e  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  I  c a n  b e  a  p a r t  o f  c r e a t i n g  a n d  s u s t a i n i n g  
r e s p e c t f u l  d i a l o g u e  o n  i s s u e s  t h a t  m a t t e r .  +  
